26 June 1964, Volume 144, Number 3626

AMERICAN ASSOCIATION FOR
THE ADVANCEMENT OF SCIENCE

Science serves its readers as a forum for
the presentation and discussion of impor-
tant issues related to the advancement of
science, including the presentation of mi-
nority or conflicting points of view, rather
than by publishing only material on which
a consensus has been reached. Accordingly,
all articles published in Science—including
editorials, news and comment, and book
reviews—are signed and reflect the indi-
vidual views of the authors and not official
points of view adopted by the AAAS or
the institutions with which the authors are
affiliated.

Editorial Board

MELVIN CALVIN NEeAL E. MILLER
ERNEST COURANT PHILIP M. MORSE
FARRINGTON DANIELS CoLIN S. PITTENDRIGH
JouN T, EpSALL KENNETH S. PITZER
Davip R. GODPDARD DEWITT STETTEN, JR.
ALEXANDER HOLLAENDER WiLLiaAM L. STRAUS, JR.
ROBERT JASTROW EpwARD L. TATUM
EpwIN M. LERNER II JoHN R. WINCKLER
WiLLARD F. LiBBY CLARENCE M. ZENER

Editorial Staff

Editor
PHiLir H. ABELSON

Publisher Business Manager
DAEL WOLFLE HANs NUSSBAUM

Managing Editor: ROBERT V. ORMES

Assistant Editors: ELLEN E., MURPHY, JOHN
E. RINGLE

Assistant to the Editor: NANCY TEIMOURIAN

News and Comment: DANIEL S. GREENBERG,
JOoHN WALSH, ELINOR LANGER, MARION ZEIGER,
ROSEMARY GALLI

Europe: Victor K. McELHENY, Flat 3, 18
Kensington Court Place, London, W.8, England
(Western 5360)

Book Reviews: SARAH S. DEES

Editorial Assistants: ISABELLA BOULDIN, ELEANORE
Butz, SyLviA EBERHART, GRAYCE FINGER, NANCY
HAMILTON, OLIVER HEATWOLE, ANNE HOLDSWORTH,
MARcIA Isaak, RUTH KINGERLEE, HOWARD NATHEN=
soN, EpGArR RICH

Advertising Staff

Director Production Manager
EARL J. SCHERAGO RAYMONDE SALAMA

Sales: New York, N.Y., 11 W, 42 St. (212-PE-
6-1858) : RicHARD L. CHARLES, ROBERT S. BUGBEE

Scotch Plains, N.J., 12 Unami Lane (201-889-
4873): C. RICHARD CALLIS

Chicago, Ill., 6 W, Ontario St. (312-DE-7-4973):
HERBERT BURKLAND

Los Angeles 45, Calif.,, 8255 Beverly Blvd.
(213-653-9817); WINN NANCE

EDITORIAL CORRESPONDENCE: 1515 Massa-
chusetts Ave., NW, Washington, D.C. 20005.
Phone: 202-387-7171. Cable: Advancesci,
Washington. Copies of “Instructions for Contribu-
tors” can be obtained from the editorial office.
ADVERTISING CORRESPONDENCE: Rm. 1740,
11 W, 42 St,, New York, N.Y. 10036. Phone:
212-PE 6-1858.

SCIENCE

Science Dropouts

The high attrition rate among talented undergraduates planning
careers in scientific research calls for reexamination of educational
practices. The existence of a troublesome problem was delineated
recently by Robert C. Nichols in an article appearing in this journal
(Science, 12 June). Nichols is program director of the National
Merit Scholarship Corporation, which each year tests as many as
596,000 junjors from high schools which enroll about 90 percent of
all high school students. About 10,000 semifinalists are selected,
representing approximately the 1 percent of high school seniors who
rank highest in scholastic aptitude. Since 1956 the successive groups
have been carefully followed, and detailed statistics are now available
on their career choices.

In his article Nichols presents two different studies. The first is a
compilation of career choices of these talented students for the period
1957-63. The percentage of those selecting scientific research de-
clined from a peak of 37.77 percent in 1958 (the first post-Sputnik
year) to 28.87 percent in 1963. More serious was a high tendency
(shown in the second study) to abandon, during college years, plans
for a research career. Students entering college in 1957 were queried
in 1961. Among those originally choosing scientific research, 55.2
percent of the males and 58.9 percent of the females had changed
to other career choices. These trends came at a time when every
kind of social pressure was being exerted to induce young people
to choose careers in scientific research.

Science courses have won a deserved reputation for being diffi-
cult. In the past there has been substantial attrition among students
choosing these fields, and this was to be expected among students
of lesser intellectual ability. But the top 1 percent of high school
graduates surely have the intelligence necessary to do well in science.
In some instances special aptitude may be lacking, but in general,
given sufficient motivation, this top group should have little difficulty
in ranking high among their peers.

The high rate of science dropouts perhaps has many origins, but
surely an important factor is motivation. High school training does
not provide students with much basis for making judgments concern-
ing their future careers. Given a climate of public opinion in which
the value of research is emphasized, some students who are not
highly motivated choose science. Once enrolled, they suddenly find,
as freshmen, that college science courses are difficult. Too often the
beginning instruction is mediocre, and science faculties seem to have
little time for the young students. The talented student is likely to
find better teaching and more warmth in various fields of the humani-
ties.

If a large proportion of the college freshmen who decide on
scientific research as their life’s work are to hold to that decision,
they must be given special motivation during this initial year. They
should be taught by gifted lecturers and brought in contact with en-
thusiastic research men. Laboratory assistants should be chosen from
among the best and most experienced of the graduate students. A
special effort should be made to give freshmen better understanding
of the challenges, disappointments, and rewards of a research career.
Other steps can be taken, but even these simple measures should
materially ease the dropout problem.~—PuiLir H. ABELSON
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